fat and salt arrived on the shelves, these peoples quickly switched.
To rigorously test this conjecture, what sorts of data could be analysed? Ironically, commercial sales data may hold more promise than human-health surveys. Self-reporting of diet and physical activity is well known to be unreliable: people forget, or say what they think they should say. Over extended periods, they may alter reports to fit evolving social norms, and different cultures may systematically provide differentially biased responses.
More promising are national time series of sales of those foods currently implicated in the pandemic's origins and spread, such as sugary beverages and fast foods with high caloric density, including French fries. Detailed sales data may be difficult to obtain, especially from big fast-food chains, but proxy measures, such as total sales, should be available. Indeed, publicly traded firms in this market have often boasted to their shareholders of historical sales increases. Time series of credible data on physical activity at the national level are harder to come by, so proxy measures of sedentary habits, such as total hours of television-watching (and, more recently, 'screen time'), might be the best available.
This quasi-experimental approach could also test the most unusual hypothesis on the pandemic's origins. In 2013, infectious-disease researcher Lee Riley and his colleagues at the University of California, Berkeley, suggested that an increasing cumulative lifetime exposure to antibiotics could be responsible, driven by these powerful chemicals' presence in meat and dairy products in our food chain, and careless overprescribing in medical care. To test this hypothesis, one could examine time series of sales of the relevant antibiotics, both human and veterinary. However, the lag times here are much less certain: it might take decades of antibiotic exposure, perhaps beginning in childhood or even at birth, to profoundly alter the bowel microbiota and presage weight gain.
A much better data source would be frozen stool samples obtained during national surveys, collected over the relevant time period. These could be analysed for effects (now well described) of prolonged antibiotic exposure on the bowel microbiota, whose nucleic-acid and protein fingerprints should still be detectable.
So there it is: a whole programme of new and potentially important scientific work, for anyone with the nerve -and resources -to execute it. Any takers? ■ WORLD VIEWA personal take on events
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